I assayed the lack of reactivity of monoclonal antibody (MAb) F9-4 with nonpathogenic leptospires. Of 47 saprophytic strains tested, 46 did not react in an enzyme immunoassay and 1 was recognized by MAb F9-4, as usually reported with pathogenic Leptospira strains. On the other hand, the MAb did not react with one pathogenic strain, thus showing that the ability of MAb F9-4 to discriminate between pathogenic and nonpathogenic leptospires is not absolute.
The differentiation between pathogenic (Leptospira interrogans) and nonpathogenic (L. biflexa) leptospires is based on serological and biological characteristics (3). The methods used to demonstrate such markers are time-consuming and sometimes not sufficient to define the taxonomic status of a new isolate; in fact, some leptospires show an intermediate behavior when examined by the biological tests. Additional biological probes were explored to get a better definition at the species level of these isolates, but the results were not fully satisfactory (2 (6) . However, when I examined the three pathogenic leptospires, SV 396, Sarelli, and Poletti, for routine classification, the last strain was not recognized by the MAb. This strain undoubtedly was pathogenic, because it was isolated from a patient and was shown to belong to serovar icterohaemorrhagiae (data not shown). The unexpected reactivity of saprophytic strain Sobradinho and the unexpected nonreactivity of pathogenic strain Poletti to MAb F9-4 show that the ability of this antibody to discriminate between pathogenic and nonpathogenic leptospires is not absolute. I have no explanation for this peculiar behavior; it may depend on the structural nature and topographic location of the immunological determinants of the antigen envolved. In fact, Jost et al. (5) reported that MAb F9-4 recognized a protein(s) situated on the outer envelope having a main band of 35 kilodaltons and other minor bands of larger molecular masses. This suggests that the immunogenic preparation utilized for obtaining MAb F9-4 is not pure and the epitope recognized may not be unique; consequently, some reactivity with MAb F9-4 can be exceptionally present on a saprophytic leptospira. On the other hand, the absence of reactivity of pathogenic strain Poletti could be due to a different location of the epitope, causing a lack of accessibility by the antibody.
